Hippocrates in 460 B.C. stated " that no foetus coming into the world before the seventh month of pregnancy can be saved", but history relates the premature birth of a number of famous people including Isaac Newton, Napoleon, Darwin and more recently Winston Churchill. There is however practically no reference to prematurity or its causes in obstetric or paediatric literature prior to this century, except in Paris where the first modern infant incubator was installed by Tarnier in 1880 at the Maternity Hospital. It was big enough to hold several children and designed from a chicken incubator by the Director of the Zoo.
Prematurity is now one of the outstanding paediatric problems and it is an important reflection on advances in Child Health that this is essentially a problem of the last two decades. The lack of previous interest in the subject is little wonder when it is realized that 250 years ago, when the City of London Lying-in Hospital was opened, 1 in 15 of all infants born alive died before leaving the hospital, and only fifty years ago in 1899, 163 of every 1000 infants born alive in this country died before reaching the age of one year. In those days the death of the feeble and immature was merely part of the process of survival of the fittest.
Our knowledge of the incidence of prematurity has been very indefinite, because, until 1944, statistics The saving of the lives of premature babies during the first few weeks is costly, particularly in its demand for skilled nursing staff. The scheme might therefore be unprofitable if the infants were subsequently to fall an easy prey to death and disease later in the first year of life, or if, after survival, they were found to be physically or mentally useless individuals. An after-care scheme is therefore essential both for advice on the care of the babies as well as early detection of abnormality and assessment of developmental progress.
Shakespeare described a popular belief about the premature baby in the words (Table IV) , a significantly higher figure than in the rest of the child population in Bristol. Hence the emphasis on the need for special "After-Care " schemes. Professor Neale has given great help and encouragement since he has been in Bristol. Special tribute must be paid to the nursing staffs of the Unit and above all to the sisters-in-charge, for without their skill and devotion to duty not one of the babies would have survived.
